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Each Memorial Day, Americans come together to honor those veterans who have sacrificed their lives on behalf of our country.  The debt owed to them is immeasurable.  As we honor those who have made the ultimate sacrifice, we also must recognize the responsibility we have to all of the brave Americans who have worn the uniform of the United States and to those currently serving in Iraq and Afghanistan.  As a Vietnam veteran, this is always forefront in my mind when I consider policies that affect our military or our veterans.  

This week, Congress sent the President an Iraq supplemental bill that fully funds our troops in Iraq and Afghanistan while at the same time reflects the need for the Iraqi government to show real progress in assuming control of their country.  The bill requires the Iraqi government to make progress on key security and political benchmarks and stipulates that the President must report to Congress in July and September on the Iraqi government’s progress in meeting these specific benchmarks.  I am very pleased that the President is now joining with those of us who believe that the Iraqi government must show progress in return for our country’s continued involvement and sacrifice.

Additionally, we must remember that the costs of war include the costs of providing quality healthcare to our returning troops.  In working to fulfill our commitment to our veterans, this Congress has passed a budget that provides the largest increase in veterans’ healthcare in our nation’s history.  This funding will allow us to improve care for our nation’s 5.5 million veterans served by the Veterans Administration, as well as provide healthcare for over 263,000 veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Providing medical care is a promise that we have made to our brave men and women in uniform, and it is not only our duty, but our moral obligation to do so.

We also are working in Congress to address traumatic brain injury and mental health needs, which are growing problems among our veterans returning from Iraq and Afghanistan.  More than half of combat casualties in Iraq and Afghanistan have associated brain injuries, often due to improvised explosive devices.  Recently, Congress passed the Traumatic Brain Injury Act which ensures that our veterans are properly screened for Traumatic Brain Injury and calls for a comprehensive program of long term care for Traumatic Brain Injury rehabilitation.

The federal government’s number one priority is the defense of our great nation and its citizen, and in Congress, my top priorities have always been to support a strong national defense and to honor the commitment this country has made to our veterans.  Congress is working to fulfill both of these responsibilities through an Iraq supplemental bill that fully funds our troops and holds the Iraqi government accountable and a budget that provides adequate funding for the healthcare needs of our veterans.  

On this Memorial Day, with over 23,000 Floridians currently serving in Iraq and Afghanistan and 164 Floridians who have lost their lives in these operations, we must all be reminded of the true meaning of the holiday and show our overwhelming gratitude and respect for our troops and our veterans.  Those who have fought and defended our country can be proud of the job they have done, and for this, Congress must provide these brave Americans with the support and care they deserve now and in the future.
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